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ADELRICH STEINACH' S SWISS COLONISTS: AN INTRODUCTION

Among the millions of immigrants to the United States the Swiss
constitute only a small group. Their involvement in the emergence of the
United States to date has been portrayed only selectively or in relatively
brief encyclopedic entries. 1
But a vast number of essays and books on individual men and women,
families, and settlements do exist. 2
The book Geschichte und Leben der Schweizer Kolonien in den
Vereinigten Staaten von Nordamerika, however, compiled in the 1880s in
collaboration with the North American Griitli-Bundby the Swiss physician
Adelrich Steinach residing in New York City, is an early attempt at
presenting an overview of the involvement of Swiss in the history of the
United States. The book is at the same time an expression of the national
consciousness which swept Europe in the nineteenth century when nation
states increasingly reflected on their own past and their individuality as
nation states, a process which also sharpened the sense of nationality among
European immigrant groups overseas.3
Visible expressions of that sense are the grand national
commemorations staged in countries such as Germany or Switzerland. 4

* Reprinted by permission of Picton Press from Swiss Colonists in 19th Century America.
Edited by Dr. Adelrich Steinach. New Introduction and Index by Dr. Urspeter Schelbert
(Camden, Maine: Picton Press, 1995), vii-xi, with some minimal changes.
1
For three complementary overviews of Swiss immigration to the United States see the
entries "Swiss" by Leo Schelbert in Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups,
edited by Stephan Themstrom (Belknap/Harvard 1980); Dictionary of American
Immigration History, edited by Francesco Cordasco (The Scarecrow Press 1990); and Gale
Encyclopedia of Multicultural America, edited by Judy Galens (Gale Research 1995).
2
A provisional selective overview is Leo Schelbert, "Swiss Migration to the Territory of
the United States: A Historiographical Introduction," The Immigration History Newsletter,
edited by Carlton C. Qualey, 14, No. 2 (1982): 1-5. A large scale bibliography is in
rreparation.
See for instance Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin
and Spread of Nationalism. Revised edition. London: Verso, 1991, for an interpretative
view.
4
See for example Dieter Duding, "Deutsche Nationalfeste irn 19. Jahrhundert.
Erscheinungsbild und politische Funktion," Archiv fiir Kulturgeschichte 69 (1987): 371-
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In large scale festivities the Swiss commemorated the emergence of
their Confederacy in the 14th century by a Rutlifeier, traditionally observed
in November, commemorating victoriously fought battles such as at
Morgarten in 1315, at Sempach in 1386, and at Nafels in 1388. 5
In 1848, furthermore, the old Swiss Confederacy of semi-independent
states was transformed into a federal state by a new constitution, in part
patterned after the American one.
Until the later decades of the nineteenth century the Swiss in the United
States were, like other immigrant groups, tied together less by national
origin than by bonds of common language, religious persuasion, and
economic pursuits. Only gradually did the German-, French-, and
Italian-speaking Swiss abroad begin to view themselves foremost as Swiss.
They disengaged themselves ever more from other German-, French-, or
Italian-speaking immigrant groups and founded their own nationally
oriented societies. These met in their own locales and fostered what they
viewed as their own distinctively Swiss traditions. These processes
paralleled those observable also among the numerous other immigrant
groups of the United States. 6
In the second half of the nineteenth century numerous associations of
Swiss were founded. Steinach lists over 400 such organizations in his book
which consciously intended to nurture "Swissdom" besides pursuing other
goals such as health and life insurance, communal singing and yodelling,
the playing of Swiss music by brass bands or folkloric groups, Swiss
wrestling called Schwing en, sharpshooting, and the commemoration of the
founding of Swiss settlements in the United States. This was a wholesale
transference of Swiss forms of communal life to the United States which,
however, became also permeated by American elements. Thus it was not
unusual to parade in harmonious unity the allegorical figures of Helvetia
and Columbia, of William Tell and Washington in patriotic pageants. Such
festivities often were organized by groups of local Swiss societies which

388; Basil Schader, "Eidgenossische Festkultur" in: Handbuch der schweiz.erischen
Volkskultur, Bd. 1 (1992), 811-832.
5
The Swiss national independence day was for the first time celebrated on August 1, 1891
on the basis of a reference in the so-called Bundesbrief of 1291; for an authoritative recent
analysis see Peter BlickJe, "Friede und Verfassung. Vorraussetzungen und Folgen der
Eidgenossenschaft von 1291," in: Innerschweiz und fruhe Eidgenossenschaft.
Jubiliiumsschrift 700 Jahre Eidgenossenschaft, edited by Hansjakob Achermannn, Josef
Bri.ilisauer, and Peter Hoppe (Olten: Walter-Verlag, 1990), 13-202.
6
For documentation see the articles for the various immigrant groups given in the
encyclopedic works listed in footnote I.
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pooled their resources to achieve greater visibility. Local, regional as well
as national events were thus celebrated and well attended by Swiss
regardless of their difference in language or religious persuasion.
The North American Griitli-Bund
The founding of the North American Griitli-Bund7 in the year 1865
must also be seen against this background; it owed "its origin to a purely
Swiss patriotic idea." 8
The goals of the nationwide association are outlined in Article One of
the constitution of July 1, 1865, which reads in English translation as
follows: "The Grtitli-Bund of the United States of North America aims to
unite all Swiss benevolent societies into a closer league of friendship and
brotherhood and to promote education and fellowship among its rnembers." 9
The effort proved quite successful. The number of associated societies and
their members rose in 1887 from 7 founding branch societies representing
409 members to 39 organizations with a total of 2,185 members. By 1925
the Nord-Amerikanische Schweizer-Sund, as the association then called
itself, had reached its largest size, comprising 92 associated branches with
a membership total of 8,224 people. 10 The society pursued not only
benevolent and social goals, but also strove to educate its membership in
matters dealing with political and economic issues of the day. Results of
discussions were often reported in the Grutlianer, the association's
publication, in the form of cohesive position papers.
History and Life of the Swiss Colonies
In 1888 the Griitli-Bund decided to undertake a study of the history of
Swiss immigration to the United States. Letters were mailed to all branches

7

A Griitli-Association was founded in 1838 in Geneva by men from the Canton St. Gallen ;
see P. Brandt, "Grtitliverein," in: Handbuch der schweizerischen Volkswirtschaft,
Sozialpolitik and Verwaltung, Vol. 2 (Bern 1905): 451-458. The name derives from Riitli,
respectively Griitli, the place where men from Uri, Schwyz, and Unterwalden are said to
have pledged in 1291 by oath allegiance and mutual support in case of need. They thus
became the ftrst Swiss confederate states of an emerging Swiss nation.
8
See Nordamerikanischer Schweizer-Bund (Union Hill, NJ 1916), 5, a publication
celebrating the organization's fiftieth anniversary.
9
In the context of the anti-German hysteria that swept the United States after American
entry into World War One, most of the Bund's German language documents were destroyed
as a protective measure.
'° See Leo Schelbert and Urspeter Schelbert, "Portrait of an Immigrant Society: The North
American Griitli-Bund, 1865-1915," Yearbook of German-American Studies 18 (1983):
233-254.
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as well as to many individuals. Dr. Adelrich Steinach, a member of the
committee for intellectual endeavors of the Griitli-Bund, accepted the
meritorious but also complex task of compiling the history from the replies
received, from the annual reports of the numerous Swiss societies as well
as from the accounts in the Amerikanische Schweizerzeitung and the
Amerikanischer Schweizer Kalender and on the basis of his own experience
of thirty years in the United States. The result was a book of 375 data-filled
pages. 11 It is not known why Steinach and not the North American Griitlibund, which had initiated and commissioned the study, published the book.
Steinach had it printed by his acquaintance Conrad Bryner at 234 Eldridge
Street, New York, who at one time had also published the Society's paper
called The Griitlianer. Financial considerations may have forced the Bund
to abandon the project. The book was distributed also in Switzerland by the
bookseller Albert Muller of Zurich. Steinach does not call himself the
author of the work, he was simply the compiler and editor of the data it
contains. Thus the book is not a balanced portrayal of Swiss immigration
to the United States, but rather a most valuable, if eclectic collection of
numerous small and single data on Swiss immigrant men and women, on
Swiss settlements and their social and cultural life as well as on the
involvement of Swiss in the American economy. The work reveals on the
one hand the concentration of Swiss in the urban centers of the East and
West Coast, on the other it also shows the wide dispersal of Swiss over the
whole United States. Steinach's work then presents a rich inventory of the
mainly 19th century activities of Swiss and their organizations up to 1888
as reported by individuals and some printed sources. The numerous data
should not be accepted at face value, however, but as a valuable starting
poinr and whenever possible should be corroborated from other critically
assessed sources.

Severin Adelrich Steinach
Severin Adelrich Steinach was born on April 27, 1826 in Uznach,
Canton St. Gallen, the son of Anton Steinach (Nov 19, 1781-Feb 1, 1851),
a saddler by profession, and of Franziska, born Geer (July 5, 1799-Dec 5,
1829). 12 He attended the Gymnasium in Kreuzlingen from 1842 to 1843,

11
The material that was the basis of Steinach 's compilation was undoubtedly far larger than
what he could include in llis work, unfortunately it must be considered lost.
12
On Steinach see Paul Oberholzer, "Der Uznacher Arzt und Schriftsteller Dr. Adelrich
Steinach (1826-1892) und seine Auswanderng nach Amerika" (Uznach, separately printed,
1977), 32 pp., first published in the St.Galler Volksblatt (April 13, 15, and 20, 1977). It
includes a letter written by Steinach to his brother, dated February 12, 1855; see also Albert
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later in St. Gallen and, finally , in Fribourg, Switzerland, under the tutelage
of the Jesuits. In 1847 Steinach entered the University of Freiburg,
Germany, where he pursued studies in philosophy and theology. In 1849 he
returned to Uznach to fill the position of secretary in the administration of
the district Gaster. After his father's death in 1851 Steinach matriculated in
medicine at the University of Munich, continued his studies in Paris, and
eventually obtained his medical degree at Strassburg. Later he successfully
passed the medical state examination of the Canton St. Gallen. In 1854 he
emigrated to the United States where he arrived in New York on January 6,
1855. He first settled in Paterson, New Jersey, then moved to New
Brunswick, New Jersey, but in 1857 returned to New York to establish his
medical practice there. In 1865 he married Wilhelmina Snyder, and nine
children were born to the union. The son William also became a physician
practicing in New York, and the son Henry ran a pharmacy there. Steinach
himself lived in New York City until his death on August 15, 1892. He had
actively participated in the life of New York's Swiss community. In 1858
he co-founded the male choir Helvetia, in 1876 he served as president of the
political Swiss club, and in 1888 he was a member of the committee for
intellectual endeavors of the Grutlibund. During the Civil War Steinach
served in the Union Army with the final rank of regimental physician. He
was also interested in natural science and published in 1886 a two-volume
work titled System der organischen Entwicklung (System of Organic
Evolution) at the publishing firm Benno Schwabe in Basel, Switzerland.
Note on the Index of Personal Names and Place Names
Steinach' s Geschichte und Leben der Schweizer Kolonien (History and
Life of the Swiss Colonies) is difficult to use due to the absence of a
comprehensive index, a deficiency remedied in this new edition [of 1995,
Picton Press]. The index of personal names supplies the book' s data on all
individuals mentioned. As far as the text allows, each person is identified
by place of residence, by profession and, in the case of immigrants, by the
place and canton of origin. No other sources were consulted to verify the
data given in Steinach's compilation. The identity of persons with similar
names was assumed with utmost restraint; only further research could
decide, for instance, whether the names Joh. J. Luchsinger, Johann
Luchsinger, and John Luchsinger, all of New Glarus, refer to the same
person or to different people.

Bartholdi, "Adelrich Steinach. Naturalist-Philosopher Physician, Author, and Historian,"
in: Prominent Americans of Swiss Origin (New York: 1932), 134-135 .
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The index of place names supplies information on all localities
mentioned in Steinach' s book. They were also assigned to a specific State
of the Union, or a Swiss Canton, or a nation (using present-day borders). In
order to provide a general view of the regional distribution of American and
Swiss localities, all place names were also listed according to the American
State or Swiss Canton to which they belonged.
Dr. phil. Urspeter Schelbert
Walchwil, Canton Zug
May 2, 1995
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